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I. Introduction

In 1803, an enormous bronze equestrian portrait
of Spain's Bourbon king Charles IV was inaugu
rated amid dramatic public ceremony in Mexico
City's Plaza Mayor [Figure I].1 An imperial
monument, the statue was framed by the seats
of church and state power: the Metropolitan
Cathedral to its north and the Viceregal (later,
National) Palace to its
Today, it stands in a
small plaza a few blocks west of that original
location, which is named after the work's author,
Spanish academic artist, Manuel Tolsa [Figure
2]. Since 1979,
National Museum of Art and
the Palace of Mines (the latter,
designed by
Tolsá) have framed the sculpture. However,
between 1803 and 1979, Tolsá's equestrian mon
ument was relocated three separate times.
Unlike any other public monument in Mexi
co City, this sculpture has left its impression
across the urban landscape, precisely because it
has stood in four different locations over the
course of its two hundred year lifespan, crossing
the city and back again [Figure 3]. It would
enough to ask why any multi-ton sculpture especially a gigantic bronze horse and rider—
was worth the resources necessary to engineer a
complicated and laborious move even once,
alone several times. Furthermore, what did
re-sitings mean? After all, it was
imper
ial project, yet it survived the armed struggle
Independence from 1810-1821, the chaos of civil

Published by eGrove, 2003



1

for

an

Journal X, Vol. 8 [2003], No. 1, Art. 5

62

Journal x

war, urban renovations, and a second empire in the 1850s and 1860s.
Perhaps even more remarkable, it remained intact over the course of the
Mexican revolution in the first two decades of the twentieth century.2
The statue is, in the end, intertwined inextricably with the very process
of Mexico
modernization. The peregrinations of Charles IV
through both city and national history register the transformation and
modernization of the city itself as it expanded and reoriented
center,
along with the transformation of the equestrian portrait's subject from a
mere monarch
a horse to an emblem of high culture and fine art
the chronicle of Mexican art history.
sculpture's history encourages
us examine the ways in which state, city, and statue visually and nar
ratively interpenetrate.
resultant discursive web might be under
stood as a metaphor for an emerging national art-historical project itself,
which gradually emerged in
nineteenth century.
statue sits
symbolically on a line that traditionally fissures both political and art
history, fragmenting Mexican historical socio-political development into
Colonial and Independent periods, and
cultural development into
Baroque and Neo-Classical periods. As such, this object also embodies
the historical quandary that arises in the negotiations of Mexico's socalled "dual heritage," i. e., what is European/international and what is
native/local. This essay, then, examines the relationship between Tolsá's
monument and Mexico's modernization, and the transformation of this
work of imperial
national patrimony.3

Rafael Ximeno y Planes (1759-1825) and J.J.
(1748-1807), View of the
Plaza Mayor, engraving, 30.5 x 47 cm., in Alexander von Humboldt, Vues de
Cordillères et monumens des peuples indigènes de l'Amérique, Paris, Schell, 1810
(Photograph by the author). Courtesy of the
of Special Collec
tions, University of Arizona Library.

II.
Imperial Monument:
Rome"

The Bourbon King rides

the "New

Tolsá's monument was conceived in late eighteenth-century New Spain,
a dynamic and somewhat turbulent moment for the Bourbon regimes
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and their territories in the Americas. As recent scholarship on the
Colonial period indicates,4 the Bourbon administration oversaw an
increasingly disordered empire, especially in New Spain. Charles IV's
administration approved the project for a large, centrally sited equestri
an portrait, conscious of its potential for reaffirming the king's imperial
prerogative. Such a monument would
serve as a strong public
proclamation against the reenactment of the regicide only recently com
mitted against his relative, Louis XVI, in 1793. Spanish academic artist,
Manuel Tolsá - a well-known supporter of the imperial cause — oblig
ed the commissioning Viceroy, Miguel de Branciforte, with a towering
construction that
loyal subject could dismiss. It was first erected
1796 in a wooden version covered in gilt plaster. It took several
years for Branciforte and his successors to pay for
construction
bronze and subsequent placement on a huge, paved, oval platform in
the capital's central plaza. Viceroy José de Iturrigaray eventually
presided over the inauguration of
monumental, multi-ton bronze
version of the statue in 1803, seven
after the initiation of the pro
ject.
Tolsá's monument is
composed of a large
pedestal, bearing medal
lions and inscriptions, sur
mounted by Charles IV on
horseback.5 The king is
portrayed as a robust
Roman emperor astride his
battle-ready mount.
wears armor, is crowned by
a laurel wreath, and holds
the royal scepter in his
right hand. The horse,
identified as an Andalu
sian, is posed as if moving
forward, with the left front
leg suspended in mid
stride.6 The statue was
installed in the physical
and symbolic center of
colonial power, embodied
Manuel Tolsá (1757-1816), Equestrian Portrait of in the Americas by the
Charles IV, 1803, bronze, 488 278 x
cm, church, state, and city gov
Plaza
, City of Mexico (Photograph by ernments, as well as by
Emily Umberger).
myriad commercial cen
ters.
The sculpture of
Charles IV faces and points with his scepter towards the Viceregal
Palace rather than the Cathedral, consistent with the secularizing,
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bureaucratic reforms of Charles III (1759-1788) and Charles IV (17891808)7
statue's orientation toward the seat of state power is an index of
the many bureaucratic strategies carried out for controlling colonial
subjects and the spaces in which they lived and worked, as well as
reaping more of the economic gains New Spain
made by the late
Colonial period.
variety of institutions, regulations, and urban
reforms initiated by Charles III and Charles IV represent
kinds of
mechanisms referred to in Angel Rama's "lettered city," or in James C.
Scott's articulation of the state's designs to make
subjects and their
practices legible, and therefore archivable and controllable. Directly
related
the production of the statue was the establishment of the
Royal Academy of
Carlos in 1787, the first institute of Fine Arts
the Americas.8 The Academy, modeled after the Spanish royal acade
was designed to centralize and modernize high
production,
and effectively to install a bureaucratic, systematizing institution that
would uniformly train artists through a standardized pedagogy. A per
manent and monumental effigy of the King certainly
a fitting
embodiment of this will-to-order in the key physical and symbolic space
of the capital.

Pedro Gualdi (1801-1857), Interior of the University, lithograph, 29 x 38.3
cm. in : Monumentos de Mexico, Mexico: Masse and Decaen, 1841. (Photo
graph by the author).

The Academy was directed to instruct its students in the language of
Neo-Classicism, understood as an imperial, unifying style.
imple
mentation
at once symbolically insert New Spain
the sphere
of western European cultural modernity, and
subordinate, if not
erase, the local and idiosyncratic visual production of the guild-based
New Spanish artists trained in Baroque idioms.
statue was con
structed in response to the desire to transform Mexico City from a
Baroque, polychrome, ornate space to a more modern, efficient, ordered
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urban space. The principle
was to strip the plaza of
excess, that
is,
perceived decorative and colorful character, and imbue it with
what was essentially regarded to be a universal aesthetic.
The project for the equestrian portrait is one of
more tangible
effects of
Bourbon Reforms designed to produce order and cleanli
ness via a Neo-Classical esthetic, ideally converting Mexico City into a
"new Rome."9 The monumental, imperial character of Tolsá's statue
was affirmed by the clearly intended similarity between the Plaza
Mexico City containing Tolsá's statue and Michelangelo's plan for the
Campidoglio in Rome, which itself
designed for the re-siting of the
imperial equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius.
pamphlet distrib
uted for
inauguration of the preliminary wooden version of Tolsá's
statue in 1796 referred specifically
the equestrian portrait of the
Roman emperor.10 Tolsá situated his sculpture
an intricately
designed oval pavement that was bordered by wrought iron fencing,
punctuated by four gates and four fountains, giving it a comparable
classical symmetry.
location of the statue in such an ordered and classically inspired
plaza reaffirmed Spain's quest
intensify
control over
colony,
and particularly to reassert Spanish administrative authority by forcibly
relocating the Indian market traditionally held
spectacular
space of the
and statue effectively covered the space of
Indian
market that had
directly in front of the Vice regal Palace for over
two centuries.11 This market (which
common goods) was taken
down and erected
a regular basis, unlike
Parián (where luxury
goods were sold), which remained standing until the mid-nineteenthcentury; the former thus
no permanent marker of
presence. The
king surveyed his subjects
the symbolic center of the Empire and
kept
populace - particularly the Indian populace — at a distance,
outside the fence. Alluding
this
Tolsá's sculpture has its horse's
right rear hoof resting
a stylized rectangular quiver of arrows, reaf
firming a symbolic conquest of
native population. This barely visi
ble, but nonetheless important detail conjures up the traditional alle
gorical figure of the New World, New Spain, and later, Mexico: an
"Indianized" woman in short dress (often classicized), with long, loose
hair, carrying a quiver with arrows.
statue and
placement thus
affirmed Spain's reconquest of
own colony at the
of the eigh
teenth century, serving as a reminder too of the original conquest of
Spain over the Aztec empire in 1521.12
III.
or

Genealogy of the Monument: Spanish King and Creole Horse,
Big King becomes a "Little Horse."

Since
early nineteenth century, written accounts of Tolsá's equestri
an monument commonly refer to the statue as a great civic (as opposed
to religious) monument of Mexico. Often, it is situated as the first, or
among the first, of such statues. This places the monument in a
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sequence of other works from New Spain (unnamed) and Europe
(named).13 Such characterizations implicitly create a kind of cultural
bloodline, a genealogy for the work. Its status as heir apparent
the
Roman monument of Marcus Aurelius is irrefutable, and as pointed out
earlier, was made expressly clear in the pamphlet distributed at the first
wooden statue's inauguration in 1796. Since
creation, that is after the
erection of both the wooden and final bronze versions, the cultural
sources were expanded to include other well-known members of the
imperial monumental barn - namely Falconet's Peter the Great in St.
Petersburg (1766-82), as well as Giambologna's Henry IV (1604-11) and
Girardon's Louis XIV (1696-1700), both in Paris. More recently invoked
have been Italian Renaissance monuments, such as Donatello's Equestri
an Portrait of Gatttamelata (1445-50) and Verocchio's Equestrian Monument
of Barttolommeo Colleoni (1481-96).
The literature also implies a conflict between European and Ameri
can identities.
an apparent tension between what is European and
what is American may best be understood within the late eighteenth
and nineteenth-century (i. e., late-Colonial and national) discourse on
identity that maintains a balancing act between Mexico's
heritages.
The equestrian monument
play two roles: one as a great Ameri
can work, and a second as heir
a European tradition. The implicit
problem was, it seems, how to insert a Spanish imperial monument into
a lineage of Mexican culture, since
literature qualifies the monument
as filling both roles
It is worth recalling that the establishment of the Academy of San
Carlos in 1787, of which Manuel Tolsá was to become director of sculp
same
e, wasShe
a Bourbon
bureaucratic
its construction, one which was

los
clearly designed to initiate a new phase in New Spanish
on
culture, demar
cating it from earlier Baroque culture. Tolsá's monument came to
embody this historical shift. Royalists and insurgents, Spaniards and
creoles alike came to regard the construction of the Academy of San Car
as highly significant moment for the delineation of this new epoch.
The Neo-Classical foundation of the Academy could satisfy the needs of
a monarchy that wished to assert
control over
colony, and at the
time
the builders of the "nación criolla" — the creole nation
— who wanted to join the fraternity of the Enlightenment, but not nec
essarily the empire. Creoles were Americans of European descent and
were considered to rank below peninsulares, or Europeans born in Spain,
now living in the American vice regal territories. They were extremely
important in constructing a New Spanish identity; thus they contributed
to the struggle against Spanish dominance.14
Contemporary scholar Clara Bargellini's work
Tolsá's monument
suggests a mechanism whereby it could have been awarded a flexible
identity.
points out that Tolsá's statue was indeed not the first of its
kind in New Spain, as is often claimed. Rarely do other scholars point
out that earlier equestrian portraits existed in New Spain, emphasizing,
instead this particular work's European pedigree.15 Later scholars "for
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got," as Bargellini phrases it, at least two imperial equestrian — thus
also civic - monuments produced in New Spain.
was a bronze stat
ue of Charles III, erected in
Plaza Mayor in Nueva Guatemala; the
other was a wooden equestrian monument of Charles IV, situated next
to the Sagrario (the Parish church) of the Metropolitan Cathedral in Mex
ico City's Plaza Mayor.
latter was constructed prior Tolsá's work.
Bargellini points out, moreover, that the late Mexican art historian,
Manuel Toussaint,
already referred very briefly to the production
the earlier statue of Charles IV and
location in front of the Casa de
Moneda,
Royal Mint, a few blocks south-east of the Plaza. He noted
that the statue was made
an "Indian cacique" - a high status Indian
official— who
been teaching at the Academy of San Carlos prior to
Tolsá's
While
details of this project will require further
research, it is certainly provocative that the local Indian artist and his
equestrian monument to the king have been relegated
a mere foot
note (Toussaint 234-5).
effect, again, is to emphasize a descent from
monuments made outside the colony, thus firmly soldering this link in
the imperial-classical chain.
In addition to the cultural and artistic genealogy documented in the
literature on the statue, it
actually embodies
expression of lin
There are two aspects
the first is comprised of references
the monument by the diminutive el Caballito (the "Little Horse"),
instead of the use of the more formal phrase "equestrian portrait." The
second manifests in the breed of horse used as a model for Tolsá's sculp
e. The
The
to first published
San
since
owned reference
an
to
label el Caballito
the
is

hadthe colloquial
on
to had
ascribed
The
to the creole political and literary figure, Carlos María de Bus
was
tamante, who, around 1822, claimed that the public
used the
the erection of the provisional wooden model in 1796 (Lemoine
212).
next published use of the term appears in the questionnaire
written by another important creole literary figure, José Joaquin Fer
nández de Lizardi, in 1821. Taking a cultural inventory of
Plaza
Mayor after independence, he asked the public: "Where will we put the
"Caballito" of the plaza?" (9).16
The application of the term el Caballito suggests one way the statue
viewed and understood. Mexican historian Ernesto Lemoine
reminds us that the term el Caballito refers only
the horse (212). It
essentially cleaves the horse from the rider, granting primary signifi
cance the animal. By extension, this leaves the body of the horse
for positioning, or perhaps repositioning within a desirable heritage.17
body of the horse certainly concerned Bustamante, who assert
ed that the horse sculpted by Tolsá
very specific equine sources in
the breeding lines
by elite families in Mexico. He claimed that
the horse of the first wooden version was modeled after one of the Mar
ques de Jaral's Andalusians bred
hacienda in what is now the
modern state of
Luis Potosí, and that the model for the final bronze
version was modeled after
Andalusian from a breeding line in what
is now the modem state of Puebla (670).18 Lemoine insightfully points
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out Bustamante's incipient nationalism by noting Bustamante's declara
tion that "The Mexican line has nothing to envy in that from Andalucía,
from where the Spaniards brought them, and perhaps it has (even)
improved in this climate (670)"19 It is well known that the Spaniards
brought horses with them, in particular the Andalusian,
the Americ
as in the early sixteenth century.20 Bustamante implies that after three
centuries these Andalusians
been Mexicanized.
"Caballito"
was symbolically transfused with this local, now national, blood. The
separation of monument into horse and rider
cleverly allowed for
the recontextualization of the Spanish academic and imperial monu
ment from the Colonial period into the heritage (via bloodline) of the
new nation. According to this view, a subsequent characterization of the
monument as "the greatest statue that America has
and of which
Europe possesses
equal" makes sense (Altamirano 159).
It is worth recalling that other Colonial period images affirmed the
importance of lineage in New Spain. This is perhaps most clearly seen
in the so-called casta paintings of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen
turies. These paintings give a visual interpretation of the so-called
racial mixtures produced from relations between pure Indian, Spanish,
and Black populations of the early Colonial period.21 They pictorialized
the process of "interbreeding," commonly illustrated in the paintings by
the pairing of two adults with a child between them in a grid format.
The
is an admixture, a product of racially distinct parents. Simi
larly, the equestrian monument acquired a new status in which lineage
played a culturally symbolic
bringing a new bloodline into being
through the mixture of a European breed and the new world's environ
ment.
An intellectual and political heir of Fernández de Lizardi and Busta
mante, the nineteenth-century political and literary figure, Ignacio
Manuel Altamirano, referred to Tolsá's equestrian portrait as an
"admirable work of America" and "the first of
lineage" (159). Like
Bustamante's remarks about breeding lines, Altamirano's use of
term
"lineage" replicates the discourse that had operated,
the sixteenth
century conquest about the so-called "limpieza de sangre." "Purity of
blood,"
was a fact that had already disappeared by the end
the sixteenth century. New Spain was founded
almost immediate
genetic and phenotypic blending. Bustamante's bold insistence
the
possible improvement of the original, pure Andalusian line in Mexico
appears
indirectly allude to this newer ideal.
Other processes of differentiation that seem to facilitate the trans
formation of a Bourbon imperial monument into a Mexican work of art
are also suggested by nineteenth-century narratives that convey
sep
aration of the nationality of sculptor from his sculpture, and
disen
gagement of the monument's political status from
status as a work of
high art. Tolsá was a Spaniard, and in the late Colonial period his
nationality assured him the top rank of faculty and administrators in the
Academy. In the literature
Tolsá his nationality is rarely left unmen
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tioned, thus emphasizing his monument's European pedigree. Yet as we
have seen, even if its rider and sculptor can be traced back a European
provenance
as the Andalusian stock, after which the horse was
modeled, could be Mexicanized), the statue itself can be inserted into an
American genealogy. If, however, the sculptor is cleft from his sculp
to
well
the alsoinsertion
The
the
Paseo
its
to
e, an
thehad
legitimate
spared
from
of the sculpture
realm of high art yet
the The into the
the
an
is made possible, despite the work's ostensibly Americanthe
orientation.
BothThe
Bustamante and Lizardi recognized that the statue could only be
construed in a clearly political sense as the product of empire. But, they
also recognized that because it could be treated was a work of high art
it would therefore be worthy of preservation after Independence, when
imperial presence was dramatically unpopular. Thus, in answer to
his own question about where to put
"Caballito," Lizardi responded
that it should be moved
the plaza which
serve "to conserve
the memory of ancient monument(s)" (9).
equestrian sculpture had
become a work of fine art, and like New Spain - or later Mexico - it pos
sessed miscegenated roots.
IV.

wa
St


Wandering

In 1821, Agustín Iturbide entered Mexico City as leader of the newly
independent Republic of Mexico. As it did for previous inaugurations
and other public festivities,
new government staged extravagant dis
plays honoring Iturbide and the new nation. Images of the period show,
however, that
equestrian portrait is not be seen in the Plaza.22 The
statue was cloaked with a large blue cloth, removing it from public
view,
act that ironically affirmed
detestable and imperial presence,
as
as its value as a monument. By 1822 however, and as Fernández
de Lizardi had hoped, the statue was removed from
plaza and pre
served. Accounts insist that the statue was moved from the capital's
center, not only because it was a monument that marked the city as a
colonial city, but
because it
a monument capable of offending
the patriotic citizens of Mexico (Acevedo 39). As writer José T. de Cuel
lar would remark in 1856, "the government, fearing the exaltation of the
people,
it moved to the patio of the University" (131).23 The sculp
ture was
destruction, and instead archived in the University (a
process not unlike that which allowed the Office of the Inquisition to
confiscate blasphemous works of art and expand
"collection," during
the Viceregal period).
removal and archival process emphasize the
double identity of the statue.
In 1852, the city government, or Ayuntamiento, ordered
statue to
be moved yet again, this time from the University
the Paseo de
Bucareli (also known as the
de Nuevo) located at what was
the western periphery of the city. While the motive for this is not
entirely clear, the effects of
transfer are evident. Art historian Angéli
ca Velázquez Guadarrama notes in her recent work on late nineteenth
century public sculpture projects that the statue was put at the head of
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the Paseo de Bucareli so that it would not, in essence, offend patriotic
Mexicans (333-4). While this suggests that the statue continued to carry
unpleasant patina of imperial politics, it was
acquiring a new
luster.
sheer scale of the statue and the clever engineering that
allowed
transfer through the city polished the veneer of
"eighth
wonder of the world." The Ayuntamiento's President, Miguel Lerdo de
Tejada, convened a competition for the design of a project to engineer
the massive statue's transfer (Uribe 101-2).
project went to Lorenzo
de la Hidalga who had also been given the
of designing a monu
ment Independence in 1843.
latter was to be placed in the middle
of the Plaza Mayor, where the monument to Charles IV
once
Descriptions of the transfer of the statue create the picture of a colossus
that required an ingenious engineering feat to accomplish
reloca
tion.24 Its reputation was becoming larger than life, and certainly res
onated with more than an imperial aura.
We have noted that in 1852 the
de Bucareli lay at the western
margin of the city: at that time it was more rural than urban, and reeked
of the garbage deposited there (Velázquez Guararrama
Whatever
the government-specific reasons for the statue's move, it clearly contin
ued to embody an ordering presence that ironically played into the
Spanish-Mexican antagonism that motivated its transfer from the Plaza
Mayor in
first place.
siting of Tolsá's statue at a node between
spaces of civilization and barbarism, to use the nineteenth-century
refrain, maintains the initial effect of the statue's presence in the Plaza
Mayor. Its fountains and elliptical fence emphasized the central posi
tion of the plaza and the statue, intensifying the plaza's sense of balance
and organization. The statue's representation of the person of the king,
and the physical space of the plaza itself, which controlled his subjects'
access, intensified the imposition of order.

Casimiro Castro (1826-1889) The City of Mexico Taken in a Balloon from the
Northeast, lithograph, 27 33.4 cm. in: Mexico y Sus Alrededores, 1855-56,
Mexico: Decaen,. (Photograph by the author).

In 1858, after an intense period of renewed Spanish-Mexican antag
onism, the conservative government staged a public execution of five
Mexicans accused of attacking Spanish businesses. The executions, a
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lithograph of the period clearly shows, took place directly in front
Tolsá's equestrian portrait (Falcón 155).25 These executions were
designed to placate the wealthy and powerful Spanish, whose political
favor was curried by the conservative regimes in power in the 1850s.
Once the statue was placed at the edge of town, it nonetheless continued
to be
effective register of order in
epoch in which control over
both urban and regional spaces was hotly contested, and in which
power-inflected heritage clearly played a role. Casimiro Castro's mid
nineteenth-century lithograph of the city depicts Tolsá's equestrian
monument in
new surroundings [Figure 4].26 This is a composite
view, represented as if taken from a hot air balloon, which shows the
city from the west looking
the
statue sits at a decisive
point between the city and
"Other." Its location and
connection to
state-sponsored public executions imbued the monument with a pivotal
visual presence.
interaction between monument and public space was further
exemplified by the statue's imperial staging in 1865, during the reign of
Emperor Maximilian. Maximilian, the Hapsburg Archduke, was
installed on the throne of Mexico by a coalition of Mexican conserva
tives and Napoleon III of France, ruling from 1864 - 1867. It is well
known that Maxmilian's urban renovations of Mexico City were a con
scious emulation of the reforms initiated in mid-nineteenth-century
Paris by Baron von Haussmann. Particularly significant was his design
for the wide boulevard to be called the
del Emperador, which
would link Tolsá's statue with the gates of what is
Chapultepec
Park. This schema drew upon the Haussmannian template of creating a
boulevard at whose endpoint was an existing monument.
colonial
castle, the Castillo, stood
the park grounds and was being renovated
for Maximilian's residence. In his work on the impact of French urban
planning in Mexico City, Federico Fernández Christlieb argues that with
the urban renovations of
city, Maximilian
a second and com
peting center in relation to the Plaza Mayor (original site of the eques
trian monument), by linking the statue of Charles IV with the Castillo.
The effect of
design was to coordinate a fixed pathway between
emperors Maximilian and Charles IV, oriented towards the barely pop
ulated western end of the city.
As Fernández Christlieb further suggests, this new boulevard shift
ed the balance of symbolic power from the old colonial center of the city
to the nascent urban zone to the west and southwest (252).
boule
vard served to delineate Maximilian's modernist agenda for urban
renewal, and at the
time, emphasized the royal and imperial con
nections between Maximilian and Charles IV, both enlightened mon
archs who wished to transform Mexico City and
culture. While
siting may have reinscribed
imperial aura around the equestrian
monument, it is also important note that in the process of focusing on
the statue at the culmination of the boulevard, the spectator's line
sight was being rigidly controlled. The boulevard itself was the result
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of intense mathematical and engineering precision. Maximilian ordered
the statue to be shifted fifteen meters north of
original position in the
glorieta, or traffic circle. This shift would relocate the statue to the exact
center of
glorieta where the
de Bucareli, the Paseo del Emperador, and a third avenue would intersect. Tolsá's statue was thus to be
at the mathematical center of Maximilian's modern urban network of
sculpture, streets, architecture, and landscaping (Acevedo, "Asi" 141).
coincidental effect of this move was to reverse the original power
the king's/monument's surveyor at the end of the boulevard; the king
and his monument were instead now the object of surveillance. The city
was being ordered around the statue.
Mexico City's twentieth-century modernization process required
that the statue be moved yet again. In 1979, at the order of Mexico City's
Department of the Federal District (the DDF), the equestrian monument
was moved
location at the intersection of the
de Bucareli
and the
de la Reforma to the small plaza directly in front of what
is now the Museo Nacional de Arte. It was moved for practical reasons
back
the
center, a few blocks from the Plaza Mayor. Mexico
City's infrastructure was undergoing renovation with the building of
the ejes viales, or central traffic corridors, the network of wide, multi
lane thoroughfares designed to link the city east/west and north/south.
This project would reorganize the city along a new grid to accommodate
more
and public transportation at faster speeds across the city
(Espinosa López 24). Tolsá's monument would be transported across
the city, in a public spectacle on the scale of
move from the Universi
ty to the
in 1852.
effect of its new siting on the Calle de Tacuacross from Tolsá's own Palace of Mines, was to integrate the statue
into a process of patrimonialization of the city center and to radically
alter the way it was
In its new location, the viewer could easi
ly approach the statue,
pedestal, and look up at anatomical
details never intended for broad public access.
placement in front of
a national
and across from
sculptor's Bourbon period
building, opened up
trajectory further
the history of Mexican art.
V.
Museification of the Centro Histórico:
Final Conversion
"El Caballito,"
Imperial Monument to Monumental Patrimony
The process of converting
imperial, Spanish monument into a monu
mental object of Mexican patrimony is suggested by two small, portable
images of Tolsá's
equestrian monument of Charles IV.
is the
commemorative silver medal bearing the statue's likeness that was
thrown the crowd in the Plaza Mayor at the inauguration of the orig
inal gilded wooden model of the statue in 1796; the second is the simu
lated bronze key chain bearing a small relief of the statue's likeness,
a few years available for purchase in the gift shop of the National Muse
um of
in front of which the sculpture now
silver medal
concretized the King's (and by extension the Viceroy's) duty to serve and
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to be served in turn by his subjects; the keychain represented the need
for the government, in the form of the Museum and the people, to sup
port the ongoing well-being of the
statue. These tiny images, like
their gargantuan model, have circulated through
city and beyond
an economy of transformation. Around the
where it now stands,
monumental architecture that represents national patrimony frames the
statue.
recent key chain reproduces the statue's image and rein
forces its canonical art-historical character.

Plan of the City of Mexico with
Charles IV. (designed by Keith McElroy).

of the Equestrian Portrait of

fact that the statue was acclaimed as a great work of art when,
at the point of independence, the choice had to be made about
future
helped prevent
destruction. But when the statue was moved
the
courtyard of the University, it was not just removed
public view.
was displayed in a manner that added to
high cultural luster.
Gualdi's lithograph of the statue in the courtyard suggests that it was
now reframed by the architectural aesthetics of the colonnade that sur
rounded it [Figure 5]. Gualdi's lithograph
the statue fenced off,
but
adjacent to other archaeological monuments. His composition
is strikingly similar to the descriptions and representations of the dis
play of plaster reproductions of Classical and Renaissance imagery that
the Academy students used as models in their drawing classes.27
The placement of Tolsá's equestrian monument in the University is
suggestive of what historian Gerardo Morales Moreno calls the housing
of monuments in the "museo del olvido" wherein, dangerous monu
ments may be sequestered rather than destroyed.28 Probing Gualdi's
lithograph further, we see among the monuments and barely visible
the left-hand corner of the courtyard, the Aztec stone sculpture known
as the Coatlicue ("She of the Serpent Skirt").
Coatlí
and Tolsá's
monument emerged into public view in the Plaza Mayor within a few
years of each other. In order
repave the Plaza Mayor and accommo
the new and elaborately paved elipse for the display of the statue,
the old pavement
to be dug up in 1790. In so doing, workers
two of the most significant Pre-hispanic, Aztec monuments known: the
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Coatlícue and the Aztec Calendar Stone. As is well known, the Calen
dar Stone was displayed in public on the west tower of
Cathedral.
The monument's initial interpreter, creole astronomer, Antonio León y
Gama, knew that the stone was connected to the sensationally repre
practices of Aztec human sacrifice. He chose, however,
con
sciously downplay that aspect, and instead insisted
emphasizing the
elaborately carved cylindrical stone's so-called scientific and cultural
aspects, calling it an "an appreciable monument" of Aztec high cul
ture.29
Coatlícue - a life-sized, figure wearing a serpent skirt, a
necklace of hearts and hands and with a head made of two opposing
serpent heads - was, by contrast unavoidably and visibly linked those
pagan practices in a way that the Calendar Stone was not. Because
these associations, Coatlícue was removed from public view and hidden
in the University. The Coatlícue, like Tolsá's equestrian monument, was
a potent wellspring - or so
respective authorities
- for the
provocation of behavior potentially uncontrollable by the state. The
Coatlícue evoked pagan religious practices, the monument royalist adu
lation. Later, in the nineteenth century, both statues were reclaimed and
inserted into textual and institutional art-historical and national-cultur
al narratives.30
Coatlícue is now part of the world-famous Mexica
gallery in
Museo Nacional de Antropología,
the Aztec Calen
dar Stone also resides.31
Other representations of Tolsá's statue suggest the subtle process
historicization and nationalization. As we have already noted, by the
end of
nineteenth century, Tolsá's statue sat at the opening of the
Paseo de la Reforma (formerly the Paseo del Emperador) and
come
serve as symbolic
point for the city.32 President Porfirio Díaz's
regime (1874-1910) capitalized
Maximilian's urban renovations, espe
cially in and around the Reforma itself. Major sculptural programs, the
growth of elite subdivisions as well as the expansion of Chapultepec
Park, all centered around this hub, located at the center of the most
expensive real estate in town.33
festivities held in 1899,
the occa
sion of Díaz's birthday
the anniversary of Mexican Independence,
demonstrate one of the most remarkable examples of the important
position acquired by "El Caballito. " For this occasion, triumphal arch
es representing each state in the Mexican union were erected around the
entrance to Paseo de la Reforma. These
like the ones built dur
ing the earlier Colonial period
celebrate the arrival of a new Arch
bishop or Viceroy, later in the nineteenth century a president or emper
or, were ephemeral.
The arch from the state of Oaxaca, Díaz's birthplace, held the place
of honor at the opening of the eastern
of the Paseo. The arch, one
of a number of examples of "Neo-Indigenous" structures, was covered
with geometric patterns derived from Pre-Hispanic, Zapotec architec
al ornamentation found at Mitla, in the state of Oaxaca. Two decora
tive tablets crowned the rigidly geometric structure, designed by the
well-known archaeologist, Alfredo Chavero, with inscriptions honoring
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both Díaz's birthday and the celebration of Mexican Independence.
Spectators could pass through two separate openings within the larger
framework. Art historian Elisa García Barragán has observed that
these two doorways subtly reminded the spectator of the two-way traf
fic in transit over the boulevard itself.
arch, derived from ancient
motifs, was also a witness to modern urban progress (Garcia Barragán
67). This juxtaposition of antiquity and modernity is further heightened
in the photograph
by the presence of the street lamp in front
the arch.
Significantly,
arch was placed at the entrance to the Paseo. Log
ically Oaxaca would have held the position of most importance, yet the
photograph of the arch attests
another relationship. Through the
archway, we see Tolsá's equestrian monument; directly behind it is one
of the new town houses built during the Porfiriato in the Mansard style.
This is not only a visual essay
the issue of the eclecticism and use of
neo-styles — certainly a much contested term today — which character
izes turn-of-the century Mexican architecture, but it also signals once
again the pivotal position of the monument. Even if the point of
of the photograph is "coincidental,"
effect is to encapsulate much
what the Porfiriato stood for, including the subtle evocation of Diaz's
imperial predecessors and massive urban projects, both architecture and
sculpture.34 Styles could now be read in a chronological sequence,
which is afforded by the architectural framing of the monument in the
Reforma itself and especially in the photograph framing it with the tri
umphal arch from Oaxaca.
Juan O'Gorman's painting, The City of Mexico, in the Museo de
Moderno in Mexico City, represents a twentieth-century staging of mon
uments and styles in the city. In this tempera on masonite painting
1949, one
the symbolic architect-builder of post-revolutionary Mex
City observing a chorographic view of the capital.35 This is a picture
of a modern Mexico City, in the process of being constructed. At first
glance, it is
urban space populated by new buildings and dominated
by skyscrapers. It is an image related to tourism, industrialization, and
consumer culture of the 1940's.36 This depiction of the predominantly
new and modern city cannot erase the markers of the older city, howev
er. O'Gorman pointedly fills the painting with crucial evidence of Mex
ico City's historical and art historical past, and of the emblems that serve
as geographical and cultural reference points for the viewer.
view
er enters the city from the west looking east, a position that demands an
accounting of key monuments. On the left side of the painting, acting
as a visual fulcrum for the new and modern skyscrapers is a diminutive
image of the equestrian statue
Charles IV.
sculpture sits, like a
chess piece,
the boulevard, reflecting the development around it.
Behind it, one can barely make out the copper dome of the Palace of Fine
Arts, begun in the early twentieth-century with the
energy of the
Porfirian project
renovate and reorient the city in time for the 1910
centennial celebration. Further behind the Palace of Fine Arts are the
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towers of the Cathedral, implicitly locating the Plaza Mayor.37 The
Colonial Baroque city is embodied in the small red and white building
that leads, theoretically, down the Paseo de Bucareli toward which the
statue of Charles IV points. This building displays the polychrome and
ornate facades that
become, even by the period of the Bourbon
reforms, emblematic of seventeenth and eighteenth century buildings.
On the right
of the painting, prominently placed in the hands of
the presumed architect, is a representation of the sixteenth-century Map
of
Cruz which depicts the island city of Tenochtitlán - the archae
ological base of modern Mexico City, with
grid structure, surround
ing lake and mainland, clearly depicted by an early Colonial artist.
These images - statue, colonial building, Cathedral, Palace of Fine Arts
and map - act as emblems not only of a chronology of Mexican history,
but also of
art history. They summarize an emerging visual and sym
bolic discourse of national imagery. They also underscore the moderni
ty of
emerging city at mid-century.
VI. Conclusion

Museo Nacional de Arte (MUNAL) and Tolsá's own Palace of Mines
currently frame Tolsá's statue. The MUNAL is housed in a Renaissance
revival building that was built in the first decade of the twentieth cen
tury
house the Díaz administration's Secretary of Communications
and Public Works (SCOP).38 Directly across the street is the palatial
Classical revival building of the Bourbon period, the Palace of Mines,
completed about a century earlier. Tolsá's Neo-Classical equestrian
monument of Charles IV sits between these two structures. Monument
and buildings all embody
stylistic shifts that are used
organize
Mexican art history. Moreover, like the equestrian portrait itself, the
buildings embody regimes once antagonistic to the liberal-revolutionary history of Mexico. But, like the "Caballito" and the Coatlícue, they
have long
been rendered palatable through their recontextualization as national patrimony.
In 1981, two hundred years after the official foundation of
Acad
emy of San Carlos, which produced most of the works in the MUNAL's
collection, a presidential decree authorized the transfer of control of the
Palacio de Comunicaciones to the Secretary of Public Education. In the
following year, a second decree authorized the building's use for the
Museo Nacional de Arte. In 1978,
equestrian monument of Charles
the IV
already been moved from its location at the intersection
the Paseo de Bucareli and the Paseo de la Reforma to the small Plaza
directly in front of the Palace (López 24).39 In
new location, the
Caballito ties together a heritage of high culture and styles, expressing
ordering principle determined by
symbolic value.
movement
of the statue, and the conversion of the Porfirian building into a muse
um, were only part of the ongoing process
create a showcase for cul
tural institutions and high-end businesses in the city center.40 This
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process, with complex beginnings and
intricate regulatory backbone,
paralleled the decline of the city center as a viable residential district,
particularly for the middle class.41
salvaging of
city center and
concomitant patrimonialization acknowledged such urban shifts, as
well as the economics of tourism, which could be usefully funneled
toward a geographically compact cultural center, such as the Centro
Histórico or downtown area.
It could be said that just as the city was reordering itself in
con
tinuous process of modernization and dealing with such issues as trans
portation and massive population growth, so too the equestrian portrait
was reinscribed into its new "museified" space. There is much irony
recalling that at almost exactly the
moment Tolsá's equestrian por
trait was moved back to the newly legislated city center, and specifical
ly in front of the building whose collections housed the product of the
Academy organized by Charles III and Charles IV, fortuitous urban ren
ovations found the remains of the Templo Mayor just as
hap
pened with the Coatlícue and the Aztec Calendar
Templo
Mayor was the most important state religious building in the Aztec cap
of Tenochtitlán. To continue to excavate the structure meant the
destruction of Colonial buildings standing about it, which forced a deci
sion about what heritage was worth saving. The balancing act of keep
a precarious equilibrium between the so-called "dual heritages" of
Mexico can be embodied in
more significant pair of monuments than
the equestrian portrait of Charles IV and the Aztec Templo Mayor, both
inserted into the tension-filled process of negotiation between past and
present needs, and between art history and politics, in the spaces of the
city.

Notes
1. I would like to thank Ray Hernández Durán at the University of
Mexico, Pia F. Cuneo at the University of Arizona, and Dr. William Beezley's Mexican History Workshop (Oaxaca) for their careful reading of
and comments
this essay.
2. For a discussion of the fate of other public monuments, see Michaelski.
3. This paper benefited greatly from the arguments in Riegl, Boyer, and
Escobedo.
4. See for example Albán and Katzew.
5. For a detailed discussion of the commission, see Bargellini, "Le leal
tad Americana."
6. Escontria identifies the horse's gait as a galanteo, 97.
7. For a summary of the Bourbon reforms, see, for example, Lombardo
de Ruiz.
8. For a history of the Academy see among others Uribe and Charlot.
9. See Bargellini, "La idea de Roma."
10. The text of the pamphlet is reprinted in Salazar Hijar y Haro.
11. For a discussion of the plaza in Latin America, see Low.
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12. The emphasis
conquest was made all the more apparent
the
medallions decorating the pedestal of the sculpture, which bore allegor
ical images of the four quarters of the world rendering tribute to Charles
IV (Bargellini, "La lealtad Americana" 213).
13. For example, Altamirano, Roa Bárcena, and more recently, Man
rique, who says it is "one of the first great Mexican civil monuments."
While not chronologically the first, it was certainly the first in quality"
(173).
14. For a discussion of imagery and the "creole nation," see Los Pinceles
de la Historia and Los Pinceles de la Historia.
15. Bargellini 208-220. Bargellini emphasizes the civic function to dis
tinguish
equestrian form here as against the horse and rider of the
Santiago Matamoros (St. James
Moorkiller) represented both in
Spain and in the Americas; see n. 30.
16. I would like thank Dr. Rebecca Earle of
University of Warwick
for alerting me to this reference.
17. It will be important bring to bear the history of horses and horse
manship in Mexico. It certainly claims a very longstanding and signifi
cant tradition of horsemanship in the context of the charro, understood
to be specifically a national figure and practice.
18. "Dos caballos mejicanos sirvieron de modelo para la construcción
de la esátua; para la provisional, uno de la raza del marques del Jaral en
S. Luis Potosí, para la de bronce uno de Puebla."
19. "La raza mejicana nada tiene que envidiar a la de Andalucia de
donde la trajeron
españoles, y quizás ha mejorado
este clima...."
20. For
analysis of Andalusians and New Spain, see
Moreno.
21. For interpretations of the casta paintings, see the essays in Katzew.
The issue of "race" is clearly a highly burdened issue and cannot be
dealt with expansively here. For a discussion related to visual imagery
in nineteenth century Mexico, see Widdifield, Embodiment, and
The Idea of Race.
22. See for example the image of Iturbide delivering a speech in a tem
ple in the very
where the equestrian portrait of Charles IV would
have been visible.
painting,
silk is in the collection of the Museo
Nacional de Historia in Mexico City.
23. "[E]l gobierno, temiendo la exaltación del pueblo, la hizo conducir
al patio de la Universidad ...." This passage is the accompanying com
mentary to a lithograph of the
de Bucareli which the statue had
been moved in 1852.
24. In 1904, geographer García Cubas wrote in his El Libro de Mis Recuer
dos a short piece entitled "Traslación de la estatua de Carlos 25." In it he
relates the transfer of the statue from the University to the public space
of the streets, noting that in 1852 it was
the subject of numerous
satirical pieces published in broadsheets and in almanacs, (446). This
kind of exultation of engineering was heard at the original transfer
the statue from
foundry to the Plaza Mayor. For one example, see
Humboldt.
25.
individuals were "presentados dos
dos, los convectors
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fureron estrangulados sobre una plataforma levantada junto a la estat
ua de Carlos IV
la calle de Bucareli, atrás de la Ciudadela."
lith
ograph is reproduced in México ilustrada, 105, pl. 87.
26. For a recent study on Castro see Casimiro Castro.
27. It will be instructive to discover whether students actually went to
the University to draw the statue.
28.
Coatlícue was "exhumed" for study
Alexander von Hum
boldt in 1803. For a history of
arqueological and ethnographic col
lections in Mexico, see Moreno.
29. For a discussion of interpretations of the Aztec Calendar
see
Widdifield, Aztec Calendar Stone.
30. For a discussion of the collection of monuments in the National
Museum, see Morales Moreno.
31. This can be gauged by the narrative descriptions of the city, in which
the reader follows a tour of landmarks. See
Novo, or
recently, Salazar Hijar y Haro.
32. For one study on the "aesthetics" of Coatlícue, see Fernández,
"Coatlícue," 161.
33. For one discussion of the real estate boom in the new colonias, see
Schell, Jr.
34. Moreover, the visual relationship between the modern arch, derived
from ancient imagery, and a Neo-Classical statue encapsulates a history
of Mexican
itself, in a fashion similar to the condensed chronicle
Mexican political history effectively displayed in a series of nineteenth
century cultural heroes
the Reforma avenue. For studies
the
sculptural projects of the
de la Reforma, see Tenenbaum and
Velazquez Guadarrama.
35. For other images of Mexico City, both pictorial representations and
maps and plans, see Atlas de la Ciudad de México. For a more detailed
analysis of O'Gorman's painting, see Ramírez. For a discussion of the
monument's relationship to the revolution, see Benjamin.
36. For recent works on the 1940's see Niblo, Pilcher, and Joseph. 37.
This is not the first painting to use a fragment of the Cathedral in what
I would suggest is a conscious effort to plant it as a marker of both time
and politics. See for example, José Maria Velasco's painting of 1861 enti
tled Ex-convento San Bernardo. I
discuss this in Widdifield, "Mod
ernizando el pasado."
38. For a study of this building and its interior decoration, see Gutiér
rez
39. Salazar Hijar Haro reproduces a document deposited in a box in the
pedestal in which is presented the relationship between the renovation
of city and the installation of the statue in Plaza Tolsá (259).
40. See, for example, Lombardo de Ruiz.
41. For an analysis on
development of the city center, see Davis.
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